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Uruguayans went to the polls on Dec. 8 to vote on a referendum to amend the 1967 Constitution
and change the complex electoral system. Congress passed the changes in October, but the
Constitution requires that amendments be approved by an absolute majority of votes cast in a
national referendum (see NotiSur, 10/18/96). By a narrow victory, support for the changes passed,
receiving 50.2% of the vote. The "no" option received 46.4%, with 1.9% blank and 1.4% null. Under
the laws governing a referendum, the null and blank votes are combined with the "no" votes,
making the total 49.7%. The "no" option won in Montevideo, home of 45% of the population, where
the leftist Frente Amplio (FA) has controlled the city government since 1989.
At stake in the referendum was the current electoral system, which allows parties to run several
presidential candidates. Under that system, the candidate with the most votes within the party
receiving the most votes wins the presidency. Another measure that will be changed prohibits voters
from splitting their vote voting for one party for president and another for intendent (governor)
in the 19 departments. The approved reform also separates presidential elections from municipal
elections and institutes a runoff in the presidential race if no candidate receives more than 50% of
the vote on the first ballot. A referendum calling for similar changes was soundly defeated in 1994
(see NotiSur, 09/02/94).
The changes will also strengthen the executive branch and support decentralization. The reform sets
an electoral calendar that begins with simultaneous party primaries in which all parties choose their
candidate for president and their party delegates to the conventions that will later select candidates
for legislative and municipal offices. Six months later, elections will be held for legislative seats and
for the first round of presidential balloting. An absolute majority is required for a candidate to win
on the first ballot. If necessary, a runoff will be held a month later between the two top contenders.
Elections for municipal and provincial posts will be held in May 2000. Those elections will mark the
first time that presidential and municipal elections are not carried out at the same time.
Supporters of the referendum said that the need to modify the old system first became evident in
1971, with the appearance of the FA. It became more critical with the later division of the political
landscape into thirds, which prevented the elected administrations from having solid support in
the legislature. The change was backed by the two traditional parties in Uruguay, the governing
Partido Colorado and the Partido Nacional (Blanco), as well as by the small social democrat Nuevo
Espacio. The Frente Amplio led the opposition to the change, saying the reform would allow
a "superpresidency" that could easily become authoritarian, thwart progressive changes, and
maintain the "conservative neoliberal model."
However, the closeness of the vote leaves neither side with much reason to celebrate. It indicates the
reluctance of Uruguayans to change their complicated voting system, which has been in place since
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the beginning of the century. One factor affecting the results is the demographic makeup of the
country, where 35% of the population is retired and a high percentage is on the government payroll.
According to some analysts, the close vote is a boost for the FA, given the energetic campaign waged
by the other three political parties to support the reform. However, other commentators pointed
out that the vote cannot be analyzed on the basis of party affiliation, since one faction of the FA
supported the reform and many Partido Colorado leaders in the provinces opposed it.
The bill to change the Constitution was drawn up by a commission comprising representatives
from all four major political forces in parliament. However, by the time Congress voted on the
bill in October, the FA had withdrawn its support. This change of position, which caused friction
and division within the party, was attributed to electoral concerns. In the November 1994 general
elections, the FA made its strongest showing since its inception in 1971, receiving 28.3% of the vote.
It came very close to the Partido Colorado, with 29.6% and the Partido Blanco with 28.5. Following
that election, the Colorados and the Blancos set aside their traditional rivalry and, for the first time,
formed a coalition government (see NotiSur, 12/02/94).
Since 1994, polls have indicated that the FA has gradually continued to gain ground against the
Blancos and Colorados, raising their hopes for the next presidential elections in 1999. With power
now divided almost equally between the three parties, the introduction of a runoff could prove
disastrous for the FA's aspirations, since the Blancos and Colorados would likely join forces in
a runoff to oppose the FA. Despite the "yes" victory, the FA's presidential candidate, Tabare
Vazquez, called the sizeable support for the "no" position a triumph for the left and a step toward
victory in 1999. Vazquez headed the Montevideo government from 1989 to 1994 and was the Frente
Amplio presidential candidate in 1994, taking almost 30% of the votes. "The bipartisan system has
disappeared," said Vazquez. "We are not afraid of a runoff."
On Dec. 10, President Julio Maria Sanguinetti met with Partido Nacional president Alberto Volonte
to coordinate implementation of the constitutional reform. Following the meeting, Volonte said the
government would present four new laws, with the hope of passage by early next year, that would
cover organization of political parties and municipal decentralization. (Sources: Agence FrancePresse, 10/14/96, 10/15/96; Reuter, 12/02/96; Notimex, 12/06/96; Spanish news service EFE, 12/06/96,
12/08/96, 12/09-11/96)
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